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Attraction and Artistic Mobility Patterns in P.M. Bardi’s 
Brazilian Way*
Paolo Rusconi
Università degli Studi di Milano

What does remain of Pietro Maria Bardi’s great 
work of cultural dissemination on the two sides of 
the ocean? What about its legacy? And why bring 
up once again the story of a man whose life spent 
between Italy and Brazil spanned the whole of the 
20th century?

Especially in today’s world, the actions of a 
man identified with that century’s views can hard-
ly cause a stir. We look upon his approximations 
and amateurism with disapproval and are wary 
of the shadows of the past that amass around his 
name; his political leanings, or rather, his Fascist 
past, and a certain impenetrability in the account 
of his life as an art dealer (fig. 1). His silences and 
ambiguities marked the whole course of his life, 
yet, upon his death in 1999, they did not blot his 
profile as sketched out in the Italian or Brazilian 
obituaries.1 But then his cultural merits are at least 
as important as his opacities.

The 30 years since the publication of Tentori’s 
biography2 have not gone by without a change 
in our understanding of Bardi’s adventure and its 
context. Historians have started to study Bardi 
– slowly, but they have. We have several lines of 
research both in Brazil and in Italy by young and 
more mature scholars. Events such as the confer-
ences organised in Campinas by Nelson Aguilar3 
and the crucial work conducted at the USP by 
Ana Gonçalves Magalhães4 have shed new light 
on the context of Bardi’s South American travels. 

We now know almost everything about Pietro 
Maria Bardi’s arrival in Brazil thanks to Viviana 
Pozzoli’s studies.5 We thus have new information 
about the organisation of the first MASP (Museu 
de Arte de São Paulo) through the studies of three 
young researchers: Stela Politano,6 Luna Lobão,7 
and Marina Martin Barbosa.8 With regard to the 
relationships between the Museum of São Paulo 
and the history of design in Brazil, we might men-
tion works by Milene Soares Cará,9 Maria Claudia 
Bonadio,10 and Débora Gigli Buonano,11 and in par-
ticular Ethel Leon’s essay dedicated to the Insti-
tuto de Arte Contemporânea.12

I cannot forget to mention the studies of Eu-
gênia Gorini Esmeraldo,13 Luciano Migliaccio,14 
Rodrigo Otávio da Silva Paiva,15 and Aline Coelho 
Sanchez Corato.16

Nevertheless, I remain personally convinced that 
there is much still to be explored, starting from an 
examination of the recently reorganised personal 
archive at the Instituto Lina Bo e P.M. Bardi and, 
most of all, an analysis of a large number of frag-
ments of Bardi’s personal writings which, although 
they may not provide us with a biography in the 
true sense of the word, bear witness to his interest 
in setting out his recollections in his mature years, 
to take final stock of his own existence.17

The exciting sensation of living a second life 
and the image of Brazil that Bardi interiorizes and 
communicates are frequently evoked in the afore-

Fig. 1. Frames from Pietro Maria Bardi. L’avventura dell’arte, directed by Giampiero Gasparino, 1992.
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As I have already mentioned, Bardi formed an 
initial idea of Brazil in 1933. During his trip to Bue-
nos Aires, not only did he stop o# at Bahia and Rio 
de Janeiro but, as he recounted in his late auto-
biographical memoirs in the 1980s, he also made a 
stop for a day in Santos and was accompanied by 
car to visit the metropolis in the uplands.23 

His impression of Brazil in October 1946 was 
quite di#erent; upon disembarking in Rio de Ja-
neiro, he seems more aware of the country’s cul-
tural potential. In an interview with Pensamento 
da America on November 24,24 Bardi claimed 
familiarity with modern Brazilian art through 
North American publications25 and a fragmentary 
knowledge of the poetry of Carlos Drummond de 
Andrade, Vinícius de Moraes, and Jorge de Lima 
through Giuseppe Ungaretti and the international 
magazine Poesia.26

The interview makes no mention of a clichéd 
Brazil based on Banana da Terra and Banana Split 
for export use, made fashionable by Hollywood, 
and rapidly accustomed to the South American 
nation itself.27 There is no reference to mainstream 
exoticisms, but rather a spontaneous interest in 
locally developed architecture, starting from so-
called ‘colonial’ architecture.28

Other statements that he would later make to 
the Brazilian and Italian press also reveal respect 
for the cultures of the host country. However, 
they also lay emphasis on the idea of a civilising 
mission in which the myth of modernisation ac-
quired a preeminent place.29 Through his words, 
an overlap transpires between a modernist Euro-
pean cultural model and the contemporary image 
that he was forming by himself of the São Paulo 
metropolis: modern, progressive, and a prototype 
of a hybridised identity.30 His integration within 
the productive and professional system of the city 
seemed easy and inevitable and hence a campaign 
of relocation of other Italians to Brazil began, by 
making it possible to profit from certain selection 
and artistic career processes within the MASP. For 
a number of Italian artists, settling in São Paulo 
became a kind of professional training, while Bardi 
acted as an intermediary, thereby creating a net-
work of relations that would facilitate his being 
embraced by the Brazilian artistic scene.31

Bardi’s Network and the Transnational 
Circulation of Italian Artists
The arrival of Roberto Sambonet and Gastone 
Novelli, the professional relations with Giancarlo 

mentioned piles of notes by Bardi. One of these, 
which is unpublished and can be dated to the 
1980s, is extremely interesting and introduces us 
right to the topic addressed:

I had a vague penchant for South America, which 
I had visited in ’33, having taken to Buenos Aires 
an exhibition of Italian architecture, which was 
shown at the Museum of Fine Arts and inaugu-
rated by the President of the Republic, General 
Justo.
As the crossings took in the cities of Recife, Sal-
vador, Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo (Santos) I 
had the chance to form an impression of Brazil, 
because of quick visits that the passengers were 
able to make as the ship unloaded and took on 
provisions. Rio and São Paulo taught me what 
the tropics were. All new for a sedentary type.
When deciding on my Brazilian adventure, those 
visits influenced me, as my curiosity had never 
known any limits. I chose Rio de Janeiro as my 
base, and things went unexpectedly well for me.18

The passage recalls a distant memory, thus using 
the register of a ‘happy ending’. Nevertheless, not 
only does it highlight a circumstance that has re-
ceived little attention on the part of historians, to 
which we will return later – that is, Bardi’s first trip 
to South America, between November 1933 and 
February 193419 – but it also tells of the fortune of 
an Italian joining his new Brazilian community of 
residence.

Bardi in Brazil. A Biographical Approach
The case of Pietro Maria Bardi after 1946, the year 
of his arrival in Rio de Janeiro and subsequent 
permanent move to Brazil, seems particularly 
significant in this regard: first of all, it represents 
a case of successful emigration. “Things went 
unexpectedly well for me”, writes Bardi, with a 
certain irony, hinting at that degree of impon-
derability of the biographical path that would be 
a dominant trait of his initial actions in the New 
World.20

His decision to settle in Brazil took shape slowly 
at a time when, according to data provided by the 
sociologist Maria Arminda Do Nascimento Arruda, 
the level of foreign immigration to São Paulo was 
quite low.21 Everything happened during the spe-
cific context of several commercial and cultural ex-
changes, and diplomatic missions between Italy and 
South American countries, after the II World War.22 
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Both the poster and the fabric delineate at-
titudes that were recurrent in the decade be-
tween 1940 and 1950 amongst artists, design-
ers, and architects around the idea of tropicali-
sation. The success of the Brazilian architecture 
was conveyed first through the exhibition Brazil 
Builds at the MoMA in 1943,37 and subsequently 
through the monographic issues of L’Architecture 
d’Aujourd’hui of 194738 which had a considerable 
impact on modernism. We might call them ‘pro-
cesses of reverse hybridisation’, to which Bardi 
made a significant contribution.

The sounding board for this modernist, tropi-
cal wave was the magazine Habitat, the muse-
um’s house organ prior to O Museu de arte de 
São Paulo, a monthly bulletin published from 
1954 onwards. The journal was certainly the tool 
of an intricate system of global circulation of 
modernist content and a learning place for a new 
group of Brazilian readers who saw culture as 
a hallmark of social di#erentiation.39 Its mission 
was to create an artistic taste for the ‘new peo-
ple’, those emerging metropolitan social classes 
among whom the demand for consumer goods 
was increasing considerably during those years. 
In this sense, it is possible to understand the mu-
seum’s intense activity in the fields of fashion 
and industrial design as a machine for fabricat-
ing a new idea of modernity by moving models 
and objects of Brazilian ethnographic culture to-
wards the mass-produced item or towards ‘fine’ 
art.40 The basket produced for La Rinascente41 
in 1956 illustrates, therefore, this prototype of 
reverse hybridisation and superficial cross-con-
tamination between the European sensibility and 
the elaborations on local products. In fact, it re-
veals the study of forms and materials of popular 
Brazilian artefacts collected during his travels in 
the inland and on the coast.

Gastone Novelli, who was invited by Bardi to 
teach at the IAC42 (fig. 3), was another of the lead-
ing figures of this artistic moment:43 his time was 
split between producing ethnic ceramics, unique 
pieces for the Galeria Ambiente and Tenreiro,44 
imitating Morandi, a highly-esteemed artist within 
Bardi’s circle,45 preparing himself to engage with 
the abstract-concrete artistic movements of São 
Paulo and with the masters of the IAC, such as 
Leopoldo Haar.46 But he also designed exhibition 
stands and artistic and decorative objects such as 
the brooch displayed in a boutique in Rua Augusta, 
a fashion store founded by three Italian partners.47

Palanti and Bramante Bu#oni, the friendship with 
Anna Maria Fiocca, Luiza Sambonet, and the ar-
chitect Giancarlo Gasperini, the long-distance col-
laborations with Emilio Villa, Ettore Camesasca, 
and Gio Ponti are just some of the names that re-
veal Bardi’s e#ective role as an intermediary be-
tween the two worlds. I cannot forget to mention 
the important and decisive collaboration with his 
partner, Lina Bo Bardi.32 

In particular, the experiences of the artists Sam-
bonet and Novelli are well suited to illustrate these 
examples of artistic commuting and crossover lan-
guages developed at the MASP during the 1940s 
and 1950s. When Sambonet started teaching draw-
ing at the IAC (fig. 2), the school was part of that 
circuit of global education supported by the great 
masters of modernism, a laboratory that fostered a 
sort of artistic hybridism, with European immigrants 
and Brazilian teachers in its teaching sta#.33 By that 
time, Bardi had already commissioned Sambonet 
to design the Museum’s poster,34 a tangle of lines 
from which a tropical forest of palms and samam-
baias sprouted, new and exotic accents for a mod-
ernist model that, in my view, Sambonet knew well, 
as he had the chance to see it at the Bardis’ collec-
tion, that is, Felsentempel (Templo de Rocha) by 
Paul Klee.35 Yet, it is often the drawings for fabrics 
which reveal an unequivocal ascendency of the na-
tive models. The fabric’s motif36 reproduced here 
can be traced to the well-known prototype of the 
brise soleil of the Ministério de Educação e Saúde 
in Rio de Janeiro.

Fig. 2. Roberto Sambonet in 1949, in Massaguassù. Figuras e 
paisagens pintadas no Brasil, São Paulo. Museu de arte de São 
Paulo, 1949.
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Notes

* The text presented here is the transcription of the 
speech held in Florence for the CIHA Conference Motion: 
Transformation (Session 9) on September 6, 2019. A di#erent 
version of the text was published in the art journal Modos. 
História da Arte: modos de ver, exibir e compreender. See P. 
Rusconi, ‘“Un’idea del Brasile”. Pietro Maria Bardi’s second life’, 
MODOS 4, no. 1 (2020): pp. 241-253.

1 See, for example, P. Rusconi, “Pier Maria Bardi, critico tra 
avanguardia e fascismo”, Il Gazzettino (October 2, 1999); P. 
Panza, “Bardi, padre del razionalismo dimenticato”, Corriere 
della sera (November 10, 1999); J.M. Mayrink, “Pietro Maria 
Bardi 1900-1999. Masp perde seu criador”, Journal do Brasil 
(October 2, 1999). 

2 F. Tentori, Pietro Maria Bardi con le cronache artistiche de 
“L’Ambrosiano” 1930-1933 (Milano: Mazzotta, 1990). 

3 The conference was organised in Campinas, Universidade 
Estadual de Campinas – UNICAMP – Auditório do IFCH Septem-
ber 12-13, 2011. The conference proceedings were published in No-
vember 2019. I would like to mention the introduction by Nelson 
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